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This guide was developed to help train leaders of 
small-group, democratic, highly participatory discussions known as 
"study circles.'' The guide is organized in two parts. The first part 
presents the basics of study circle leadership, and is written for 
participants in the training. It includes information on what a study 
circle is, tips for effective discussion leadership, and dealing with 
challenges. The second part of the guide is written for instructors 
of the leader training. It provides the agenda for a basic training 
program and specific exercises for conveying the knowledge and skills 
necessary for study circle leadership. Information on expanding and 
condensing the basic program is also given. Three appendixes address 
the role of the organizer, the role of the participant, and a 
comparison of dialogue and debate. (KC) 
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A Guide to Training Study Circle Leaders is a publication of the Study Circles Resource 
Center. 

A companion resource, The Study Circle Handbook: A Manual for Study Circle Discussion 
Leadersy Organizers^ and Participants, consists of Part I and the appendices and is an ideal handout 
for participants in your training program. You can order copies from SCRC or you may 
photocopy material as needed, provided proper credit is given to SCRC. 

We consulted with many trainers of discussion leaders from around the country as we 
developed this guide. While this final product does not completely follow the advice of any one 
of them, they made vital and much appreciated contributions. 

The Study Circles Resource Center (SCRC) is a project of the Topsfield Foundation, Inc., a 
private, nonprofit, nonpartisan foundation dedicated to advancing deliberative democracy and 
improving the quality of public life in the United States. SCRC carries out this mission by 
promoting the use of small-group, democratic, highly participatory discussions known as study 
circles. Contact SCRC at PO Box 203, Pomfret, CT 06258, (203) 928-2616, FAX (203) 928-3713 
for more information on study circles and the publications and services of SCRC. 



The purpose of this guide 

The Study Circles Resource Center has produced this guide to help train the leaders 
of small-group, democratic, highly participatory discussions known as "study circles," Study 
circles provide settings for collaborative learning, for working through social and political 
issues, and for building organization and community. Especially when they take place 
over several sessions, they broaden perspectives, deepen understanding, and inspire 
participants to become more involved in public life. This guide can be used by the wide 
variety of organizations and individueils that use study circles - religious institutions, public 
officials, teachers, community groups, professional organizations, and others. 

While the specifics of your training will depend on the goals of the sponsoring 
organization, there are general goals that apply to all study circle leader trainings. By the 
time people have completed this training, they should: 

• understand what a study circle is, 

• have the experience of participating in a study circle (and, ideally, some practice in 
leading one), 

• understand the basic tools for helping a small group work through an issue in a 
democratic way. 

Using this guide 

The Grst part of this guide presents the basics of study circle leadership, and is 
written for participants in the training. Much of this first part will be useful during the 
training itself; all of it will serve as a lasting reference tool for those who participate in 
the training. You may choose to photocopy parts of this booklet for handouts, or you 
can order The Study Circle Handbook: A Manual for Study Circle Discussion Leaders, 
Organizers, and Participants, which consists of Part I and the appendices. The second part 
of this guide is written fck instructors of the leader training. It provides the agenda for 
a basic training program and specific exercises for conveying the knowledge and skills 
necessary for study circle leadership. Adapt these ideas and exercises to suit the needs 
and goals of your program. 

Just as in a good study circle, participation and experiential learning are the most 
important elements of an effective training session. The heart of the training is a practice 
study circle session in which everyone participates in a study circle and observes a skilled 
discussion leader in action. Much of the learning that takes place in this training is based 
on this study circle experience. 




ERIC 



A GukiB to Tnkmg Sludy Circh L&adms ^ 1993 Topsfield Foundation, Inc. 
Study Circles Resource Center • PC Box 203 • Pomfret, CT 06258 • (203) 928-2616 • FAX (203) 928^713 



In addition to the basic materials on leadership found in this guide, participants in the 
training will need brief readings and discussion questions for the practice study circles. K 
your training is designed to prepare people to lead study circles on a particular issue, you 
probably akeady have materials for the study circle program that can be used for the 
training. K not, you can choose pre-packaged discussion materials or develo > your own 
by selecting an interesting article or editorial and adding several discussion questions. 
Whatever the case, readings and questions for the practice study circles should be concise 
and convey opeimess to a range of ideas. 

Given the realities of time constraints, the bas?c training program presented in this 
guide is designed to take 4h hours. A lengthier training session would be ideal since 
more participants would have the opportunity to practice leading a study circle. (Most 
full-day training programs allow all participants to have that opportunity.) We include 
suggestions for longer programs on page 21. If you have less than Ah hours, consult page 
22 for suggestions for a brief study circle orientation. 

Providing ongoing support 

We recommend that you provide some form of ongoing encouragement and 
assistance for the newly trained discussion leaders. Knowing that this support is available 
will encourage them to apply their training by conducting actual study circles. See page 
19, 'Taking it home: Leading study circles in your community or organization," for more 
specific recommendations. 

Offer of assistance and request for feedback 

We invite you to call to discuss your training - and all aspects of your study circle 
program - with SCRC staff. We document study circle programs in a variety of organiza- 
tions, and may be able to refer you to a person who has done a training similar to your 
own. If you produce a modified ver -ion of this training program, we would be interested 
in receiving a copy. 

Also, we would like to know what you found most, and least, useful about this guide. 
Please call or write the Study Circles Resource Center to share your comments and ideas. 



Part I 

The Basics of 
Study Circle Leadership 

The study circle process is a simple and powerful method for learning that builds on 
the experiences and knowledge of group members and expands horizons by ensuring that 
a variety of views is considered. Since a study circle is small-group democracy in action, 
it requires a leader who can help give focus and, at the same time, encourage group 
ownership. 

The study circle leader does not "teach" in the usual sense of the word. The leader 
doesn't have to be an expert in the subject being discussed, but must have enough 
familiarity with it to be able to raise views that have not been considered by the group. 
The leader's main task is to create an atmosphere for collaborative learning, one in which 
each participant feels at ease in expressing ideas responding to those of others. 

Study circle discussion leaders come from a variety of backgrounds. Many have had 
no formal training in discussion leadership, but there are certain basic skills that can be 
learned and practiced. The following brief pieces summarize the most important points 
for effective study circle leadership. They provide the basis for the skills that you will 
hone and develop every time you lead a discussion. 
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What is a study circle? 



A dozen people are comfortably seated around a living room or meeting room, one 
speaking, several others looking like they would like to make a point, one skimming an 
article as if searching for a particular item, another scanning the group, and the others 
listening attentively. This is a study circle in action. 

A study circle is made up of 5-20 people who agree to meet together several times 
to learn about a social or political issue in a democratic and collaborative way. Complex 
issues are broken down into manageable subdivisions, and controversial topics are dealt 
with in depth. While single-session programs can result in meaningful and productive dia- 
logue, multiple sessions generate continuity and camaraderie within the group. Reading 
material serves to catalyze the discussion and provides a common reference point. 

Philosophy and background 

As an informal, practical, and effective method for adult learning and social change, 
the study circle is rooted in the civic movements of 19th century America, and the use of 
study circles and similar small-group discussion programs is growing rapidly in the United 
States and many other places around the world. 

Study circles are voluntary and highly participatory. They assist participants in 
confronting challenging issues and in making difficult choices. Study circles engage 
citizens in public and organizational concerns, bringing the wisdom of ordinary people to 
bear on difficult issues. Cooperation and participation are stressed so that the group can 
capitalize on the experience of all its members. 

The study circle is small-group democracy in action; all viewpoints are taken seriously 
and each participant has an equal opportunity to participate. The process - democratic 
discussion among equals — is as important as the content. 

Roles 

The study circle leader is vital to the group's success. The leader makes sure the 
discussion is lively but focused. He or she models respectful listening and encourages 
participants to share their knowledge, experiences, and opinions. Some people find it 
helpful to share leadership tasks with a co-moderator. 
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The study circle organizer - who may be the same person as the leader - selects the 
reading material, recruits participants, arranges the logistics for the meetings, and chooses 
the discussion leader. 

Participants, whose commitment and interest are essential for a study circle's success, 
ultimately "own" the study circle. Their clear understanding of both their role and the 
leader's role helps create a democratic and collaborative environment. 

Goals 

The goal of a study circle is to deepen participants' understanding of an issue by 
focusing on the values that underlie opinions. Perhaps the most important question a 
study circle leader can ask is: "What experiences or beliefs might lead decent and caring 
people to support that point of view?" The group works through difficult issues and 
grapples with the choices that society or their organization is facing. Study circles seek 
"common ground" - that is, areas of general agreement - but consensus or compromise 
is not necessary. 

Study circles differ from typical meetings in that they do not begin with a specijBc de- 
sired outcome. Deliberation is the goal. However, study circles often lead to social and 
political action, both by individual participants and by the group. In the final session, lead- 
ers may encourage participants to share information about what is going on in their com- 
munity or organization and to discuss action they might take after the study circle ends. 

Suitability to a variety of organizations 

Churches and synagogues, civic and community groups, businesses, advocacy 
organizations, schools, and unions have all used study circles to help their members 
consider vital issues. Sponsorship of study circles provides ojpportunities for members to 
gain knowledge, empowerment, and improved conmiunication skills in an enjoyable and 
challenging setting. 

Variations on the basic format 

There are many variations to the basic format for a study circle. Though ideal study 
circles meet once a week for at least three sessions, other schedules can also work well. 
Some groups may want to combine a study circle with their regular monthly meetings. 
For those groups that cannot meet regularly, a workshop format can be used at a 
conference or a retreat, with the entire study circle taking place in one or two days. 

Videotapes or audiotapes as well as written material can be used to spark discussion. 
Small-group activities and exercises are included in some study circles to add variety to 
the sessions. 

The strength of the study circle is its flexibility. Every group's situation is unique, and 
study circle organizers are encouraged to adapt the basic format to the needs and goals 
of their community or organization. 
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Overview of a 
typical study circle 



What follows is an outline for a single study circle session. It may be helpful to have 
this handy for reference as you lead a study circle, 

1. Introductions. Start by giving group members the opportunity to briefly introduce 
themselves. If you've already met several times, at least go around the room to give 
names. 

2. Ground rules. Remind everyone of the ground rules for study circles, and ask the 
group for their consent or possible additions to these ground rules. Be more elaboraio 
in your &st meeting, but even in subsequent meetings the leader can provide a brief 
reminder by saying, "My role is to keep discussion focused and moving along. Your role 
is to share your concerns and beliefs and to listen carefully to others. You should be 
willing to examine your own beliefs in light of what others say." 

3. Discussion of personal connection to or interest in the issue. Ask group 
members to discuss why this issue is important to them. "Why are you concerned about 
this issue?" "How have your experiences or concerns influenced your opinions about this 
issue?" This is especially useful if this is your first session, or if the topic of discussion is 
a new one for the group. 

4. Laying out a range of views. If the reading material you are using lays out well- 
defined and distinct views on the issue, this part will be straightforward. One useful way 
to make sure all the views are adequately presented is to ask for an explanation of each 
view. To accomplish this you can divide the participants into small groups of three to five 
people. Give each group the task of preparing a brief presentation of the best possible 
case for one of the views; when time is called, the small groups reassemble to make their 
brief presentations. This exercise may call for some degree of role playing, but it helps 
make sure that a variety of ideas will be considered in the discussion. Make it clear that 
this is just a way to give each view a fair hearing, that this isn't yet the time for an open 
discussion of the views. 

If the reading material does not distinctly lay out a range of views, you may wish to 
ask participants to volvmteer what they see as the main views on the issue based on the 
reading material and their knowledge of the issue. Here the leader's acquaintance with 
the subject will be necessary, so that he or she can help to raise views that did not come 
forth from participants. 
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5. Discussion and deliberation. This part of the study circle is devoted to wide- 
open discussion. Encourage participants to explore their true beliefs, as opposed to those 
that might have been assigned in small groups. One useful way to proceed is to ask 
group members to conunent on what th&y find appealing and unappealing about the 
various views that have been put on the table for discussion: "Do you find yourself more 
in agreement with a supporter or a critic of that view, and why?" If the group neglects a 
major point of view, the leader should raise it for consideration and ask, "What are the 
concerns that xmderlie this view?" 

6. Summary and common ground. Ask participants to simmiarize the most 
important results of their discussion. "Did any common concerns emerge?" "In what ways 
do you see the issue differently as a result of considering others' views?" Participants will 
likely have some common concerns and goals even though they have different ideas about 
how to address or achieve them. 

7. Evaluation and next steps. Ask participants for their thoughts on the group 
process. What did they like or not like about the discussion? You may wish to ask for 
this in writing to give participants the opportunity to respond anonymously. If you'll be 
meeting again, remind the group of the reading for the next time. If this is your las. 
session, give participants the opportunity to riiscuss how they could become further 
involved in the issue. 
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Tips for effective 
discussion leadership 

Be prepared 

The leader does not need to be an expert (or even the most knowledgeable person 
in the group) on the topic being discussed, but should be the best prepared for the 
discussion. This means understanding the goals of the study circle, familiarity with the 
subject, thinking ahead of time about the directions in which the discussion might go, and 
preparation of discussion questions to aid the group in considering the subject. Solid 
preparation will enable you to give your full attention to group dynamics and to what 
individuals in the group are saying. 

Set a relaxed and open tone 

• Welcome everyone and create a friendly and relaxed atmosphere. 

• Well-placed humor is always welcome, and helps people focus differences on ideas 
rather than on personalities. 

Establish clear ground rules 

At the beginning of the study circle, establish the ground rules and ask participants if 
they agree to them or want to add anything: 

• All group members are encouraged to express and reflect on their honest opinions; 
all views should be respected. 

• Though disagreement and conflict about ideas can be useful, disagreements should 
not be personalized. Put-downs, name-calling, labeling, or personal attacks will not be 
tolerated. 

• It is important to hear from everyone. People who tend to speak a lot in groups 
should make special efforts to allow others the opportunity to speak. 

• The role of the leader is to remain neutral and to guide conversation according to 
the ground rules. 

Stay aware of and assist the group process 

• Always use your "third eye": you are not only helping to keep the group focused on 
the content of the discussion, but you will be monitoring how well the participants are 
communicating with each other - who has spoken, who hasn't spoken, and whose points 
haven't yet received a fair hearing. 

• Consider splitting up into smaller groups to examine a variety of viewpoints or to 
give people a chance to talk more easily about their personal connection to the issue. 
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• When wrestling with when to intervene, err on the side of non-intervention. 

• Don't talk after each comment or answer every question; allow participants to 
respond directly to each other- The most effective leaders often say little, but are 
constantly thinldng about how to move the group toward its goals. 

• Don't be afraid of silence, ft will sometimes take a while for someone to offer an 
answer to a question you pose. 

• Don't let anyone dominate; try to involve everyone. 

• Remember: a study circle is not a debate but a group dialogue. If participants 
forget this, don't hesitate to ask the group to help re-establish the ground rules. 

Help the group grapple with the content 

• Make sure the group considers a wide range of views. Ask the group to think 
about the advantages and disadvantages of different ways of looking at an issue or solving 
a problem. In this way, the tradeoffs involved in making tough choices become apparent. 

• Ask participants to think about the concerns and values that underlie their beliefs. 

• Don't allow the group to focus on c-: be overly mfluenced by one particular 
personal ejcperience or anecdote. - 

• Either sumumarize the discussion occasionally or encourage group members to do so. 

• Remain neutral about content and be cautious about expressing your own values. 

• Help participants to identify "common ground," but don't try to force consensus. 

Use questions to help make the discussion more productive 

Some useful discussion questions: 

• What seems to be the key point here? 

» What is the crux of your disagreement? 

• Does anyone want to add to (or support, or challenge) that point? 

• Could you give an example or describe a personal experience to illustrate that point? 

• Could you help us understand the reasons behind your opinion? 

• What experiences or beliefe might lead decent and caring people to support that point 
of view? 

• What do you think people who hold that opinion care deeply about? 

• What would be a strong case against what you just said? 

• What do you find most persuasive about that point of view? 

• What is it about that position that you just cannot live with? 

• Are there any points on which most of us would agree? 



Reserve adequate time for closing the discussion 

• Ask the group for last comments and thoughts about the subject. 

• You may wish to ask participants to share any new ideas or thoughts they've had as 
a result of the discussion. 

• If you will be meeting again, remind the group of the readings and subject for the 
next session. 

• Thank everyone for their contributions. 

• Provide some time for the group to evaluate the group process, either through 
sharing aloud or through a brief written evaluation. 

erJc ' 12 




Part I - The Basics of Study Circle Leadership 



Dealing with typicai cliallenges 



Most study circles go smoothly because participants are there voluntarily and have a 
stake in the program. But there are challenges in any group process. What follows are 
some of the most common difficulties that study circle leaders encounter, along with some 
possible ways to deal with those difficulties. 

Problem: Certain participants don't say anything, seem shy. 

Possible responses: Try to draw out quiet participants, but don't put them on the 
spot. Make eye contact - it reminds them that you'd like to hear from them. Look for 
non-verbal cues to see if they want to speak. Frequently, people will feel more 
comfortable in later sessions of a study circle program and will begin to participate. 
When someone comes forward with a brief comment after staying in the background for 
most of the study circle, you can encourage him or her by conveying genuine interest and 
asking for more information. And it's ahvays helpful to talk with people informally before 
and after the session. 

Problem: An aggressive person dominates the discussion. 

Possible responses: As the leader, it is your responsibility to restrain domineering 
participants. Once it becomes clear what this person is doing, you must intervene and set 
limits. Start by reminding him or her that you want to hear from all members of the 
study circle. Next, you might ask him or her not to talk until everyone else has had a 
chance to talk. Interrupt if necessary: "Charlie, we've heard from you, now let's hear 
what Barbara has to say." If a participant goes into a lengthy digression, you may have to 
interrupt: "Joan, we are wandering off the subject and I'd like to give others a chance to 
speak." 

Problem: Lack of focus, not moving forward, participants wander off the topic. 

Possible responses: Responding to this can be a hard call - after all, the discussion 
belongs to the group members. Yet it is the leader's job to help the group stay with the 
subject at hand. The leader must give some leeway to participants who want to explore 
closely-related topics. However, if only a few participants are carrying the discussion in a 
new direction, the others are likely to feel frustrated, resentful, and bored. The leader 
should try to refocus the discussion, perhaps by asking, "How does your point relate to 

?" or stating, "That's an interesting point, but Td hke for us to return to the central 

issue." If, on the other hand, most or all participants are more interested in pursuing a 
different topic than the one planned - perhaps one that has just become prominent in 
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current events - the leader should be sensitive to that and bring it to the group's 
attention in order to give them a chance to reconsider their goals. 

Problem: Someone puts forth misinformation which you know to be false. Or, 
participants get hung up in a dispute about facts but no one present knows the answer. 

Possible responses: Ask, "Has anyone heard of conflicting information?" If no one 
offers a correction, offer one yourself. And if no one knows the facts, and the point is 
not essential, put it aside and move on. If the point is central to the discussion, 
encourage members to look up the information before the next meeting. Remind the 
group that experts often disagree, and there may be no generally accepted answer. 

Problem: Lack of interest, no excitement, no one wants to talk, only a few people 
participating. 

Possible responses: This does not happen often in study circles, but it may occur if 
the leader talks too much or does not give participants enough time to respond after 
posing questions. People need time to think, reflect, and get ready to speak up. It may 
help to pose a question and go around the circle so that everyone has a chance to 
respond. Occasionally, you will have a group of people who are tired or who have had a 
bad day. Another possible reason for lack of excitement in the discussion may be that the 
group seems to be in agreement and isn't coming to grips with the tensions inherent in 
the issue. In this case, the leader's job is to try to bring other views into the discussion, 
especially if no one in the group holds them. "Do you know people who hold other 
views? What would they see as the strongest criticism of the views that you have 
expressed?" 

Problem: Tension or open conflict in the group. Perhaps two participants lock horns 
and argue. Or, a participant gets angry, yells at another, or puts another person down. 

Possible responses: If there is tension, address it directly. Remind participants that 
disagreement and conflict of ideas is what a study circle is all about. Explain that, for 
conflict to be productive, it must be focused on the issue: it is acceptable^ to challenge 
someone's ideas, but it is not acceptable to challenge them personally. You nvist interrupt 
personal attacks, name callingy or put-downs as soon as they occur. You will be better able 
to do so if you have established ground rules that disallow such behaviors and that 
encourage tolerance for all views. Don't hesitate to appeal to the group for help; if group 
members bought into the ground rules, they will support you. 
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Guidelines for Instructors 
%cr^'^ of the Training Program 

This section outlines a basic training program of 4h hours and offers variations for 
both shorter and longer programs. Though 4h hours is sometimes more feasible, we 
highly recommend that you consider holding a full-day training. In any case, make the 
training program your own and adapt it to suit your own goals and style: people learn — 
and teach — in a variety of ways. 

Whatever the design of your training, its most important goal should be to help 
participants understand first-hand how a study circle works and the role of the leader in 
making the study circle effective. You want participants in the training to internalize the 
process; when they go on to lead study circles, experiential knowledge will be a much 
more reliable guide than any number of lectures or readings about discussion leadership. 

The best way to achieve your goals - besides giving participants the chance to 
participate in and lead a study circle - is to model the role of a discussion leader in 
everything you do. The entire training program, not just the practice study circle session, 
should feel like a study circle. Participants should do most of the talking; turn questions 
back to them. The instructor should provide emphasis and fill in the gaps with key points 
that participants do not mention. To quote an old Quaker saying: "What you do speaks 
so loudly to me that I cannot hear what you say." 

Training programs will vary in the number of participants. If you need to train a 
large number of leaders, consider holding several smaller training sessions. If you must 
hold one large training, you'll need to recruit some experienced study circle leaders to 
help you with the practice study circles and discussions in Sections III and IV; try to make 
sure that each practice study circle has a maximum of 15 participants. 

As you prepare for your training, keep in mind that you'll need some handouts for 
each participant, including: 1) copies of Part I of this training manual (which you may 
either photocopy or order from SCRC); 2) brief reading material and discussion questions 
for the practice study circles; and 3) evaluation forms. You'll also need to think ahead of 
time about what topic you'll use for the active hstening exercise on page 15. Posting 
some reference information prior to the training will be helpful, too. (See the boxes on 
the following pages.) 
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Basic training program 

The following pages offer suggestions for a Ah hour training agenda. It is designed to 
be flemble; you may want to change the timing, drop some sections, replace some of the 
exercises, or add new ones. Below is an overview of the agenda: 

I. Welcome, introductions, and miew of the training agenda (25 min.) 

A. Welcome and introductions (15 min.) 

B. Review of the training agenda (10 min.) 

II. Introduction to study circles (35 min.) 

A. Active listening exercise (20 min.) 

B. What is a study circle (15 min.) 

m. Practice study circle (1 hr. 45 min.) 

IV. Skills for effective discussion leadership (45 min.) 

V. Taking it home: Leading study circles in your community or organization (30 min.) 

VI. Closing (15 min.) 




I. Welcome, introductions, and review of the training agenda 

(25 min.) 

A. Welcome and introductions (15 min.) 

Welcome the participants and introduce yourself to the group. Invite participants to 
briefly introduce themselves in turn. Ask them to include in their introductions their 
expectations for this training and, perhaps, a **new and good experience." (See box.) If 
this is a large training, it may be best to wait for the practice study circle for participant 
introductions. 

The response to the question of what participants hope to gain from the training will 
clarify expectations and provide helpful information about participants' backgrounds and 
experiences. Ask a recorder to write up on a blackboard or a large sheet of paper the 
responses to this question; you can refer to this when you discuss the training agenda and 
goals. 
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A "new and good experience" is some- 
thing good in one's life that has happened 
recently. This exercise can be an appropri- 
ate icebreaker for small groups; it allows 
people to share some good news, starts the 
training off on a positive note, and helps 
people get to know each other. (Allow 
people to pass on this if they wish.) 

B« Review of the training agenda 

(10 min.) 

Purpose: To review the agenda and 
compare it with participants' expectations; to 
modify the agenda if necessary. 

Address the group 

Present the goals for the training; you may wish to have someone from the sponsor- 
ing organization talk about any larger program of which the study circle program is a 
part. Review what will take place in the training program. 

Discussion 

Ask for comments on the goals and the agenda. For example: 

• Let's look at the goals you expressed as you introduced yourselves. Are there any 
that aren't addressed in the training agenda? 

• Is there anything that ycu would like to add to the training agenda? 

II. Introduction to study circles (35 mm.) 

A. Active listening exercise (20 min.) 

Purpose: This exercise helps to establish connections in the gf oup, and introduces the tone 
of study circles in an experiential way. Participants have the chance to practice one of the 
main skills used in study circles — that of respectful active listening. People who participate 
in this exercise are often pleasantly surprised to have the experience of really being listened to 
for an extended period of time! 

The exercise 

Introduce this exercise by explaining that it will provide the opportunity to practice 
one of the main skills used in study circles: respectful, active listening. 

Ask people to pair off with someone they do not know well. Tell them that one 
person will talk for three minutes straight in response to the posted questions while the 



Before the trainingy write on a large 
sheet of paper or blackboard the items 
you want participants to include in their 
introductions. For example: 

• Your name, where you are from, 
the nature of your work 

. What do you hope to get out of 
this training? 

. Share a "new and good experi- 
ence" 
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other listens. The instructor will call "time" 
after three minutes and the partners will 
reverse roles. 

Explain that the task for each listener 
is to give ftili attention to the person talking 
and to say as little as possible. The lis- 
teners speak only to ask questions to under- 
stand better what is being said, not to give 
advice or expre:;s opinions. The listeners 
should demonstrate active listening either 
through bofiy language or short phrases 
("Uh huh," "I see," "Yes"). 

Discussion 



After the exercise, talk about it with 
the ftill group. Ask participants to reflect on what they experienced: 

• What are your main reactions to this exercise? 

• What was it like to be really listened to? 

• What was it like to focus completely on someone else's ideas, without thinking 
about how you would respond? 

• What types of phrases or body language did your partner use to communicate that 

he or she was listening well? 
Closing 

Close this exercise by telling participants that listening well and active listening are 
crucial skills for effective study circle participation and leadership. In fact, many study 
circle participants have reported that their study circle provided their first experience with 
being truly heard in a public forum. 

B. What is a study circle? (15 min.) 

Purpose: To convey the basics of study circles, how they work, and the roles of the 
discussion leader and participants. 

Address the group 

Briefly review the basic definition of a study circle. (See page 4 for "What is a study 
circle?") Your task here is a minimal one: make sure participants have a clear enough 
understanding of study circles to enable them to participate in the practice study circle 
session that follows and to observe the leader. 

Discussion 

Ask participants about their previous experience with discussions. How was it similar 
to or different from a study circle? 



Before the training, choose an issue 
that you think most people will have an 
easy time talking about. If your training 
focuses on one issue, that issue would be 
a logical choice. Post a few pertinent 
questions that help people connect with 
the issue, such as: 

• Why are you concerned about this 
issue? 

• How have your experiences or 
concerns affected your opinions about 
this issue? 
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III. Practice study circle (i hr. 45 min.) 



Purpose: This part of the training pro- 
gram gives everyone the chance to participate 
in a sPidy circle led by an experienced leader, 
and to observe and evaluate the leader's role. 
Even though in many ways this mil be an 
ideal study circle session, it should be a real 
discussion of an issue. In addition to every- 
one having the chance to participate and 
observe the discussion, two group members 
will have the opportunity to try out the 
leaders role, with the entire group partici- 
pating in short ''debriefings.'' 

If you are conducting a large training, 
this is where you'll need the help of some 
experienced discussion leaders. Ideally each 
practice study circle should have 8-12 par- 
ticipants. 

Address the group 

Explain that each person is expected 
to be both a participant in the discussion 
of the issue and a keen observer of the 
study circle process. Ask participants to 
form study circles, and to take about 10 
minutes to read the discussion materials. 

The practice study circle 

1. The experienced leader leads the 
study circle for about 30 minutes. 

2. The experienced leader then leads 
a 10-minute critique of the study circle 
experience. After making brief observa- 
tions or critiques of his or her own perfor- 
mance, the study circle leader should ask 
for participants to discuss and critique it, 
using the questions that have been posted. 



Before the training, write up and post 
for each practice study circle the main 
points from "A road map to a typical 
study circle session" (see page 6). This 
will be a helpful reference tool during 
the practice study circle. 

Also, prepare handouts that list the 
following questions for use in the "de- 
briefing" discussions: 

How well did the leader: 

. set a positive tone? 

. explain the ground rules? 

. help people connect with the 
issue? 

. manage the discussion process? 
For example, what interventions did the 
leader use? How did the leader deal 
with any difficulties? 

. help advance the group's under- 
standing of the content? What helped 
to move the discussion forward? 

• make sure that a number of dif- 
ferent views were expressed? 

• try to bring out the underlying 
values, i.e., why people believe the way 
they do? 

• try to involve everyone in the 
discussion? 

• listen? How did the leader show 
that he/she was listening? 

• heip participants identify areas of 
general agreement? 
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3. Two volunteer practice leaders, in turn, pick up the discussion from where it left 
off, asking a question to get it going. If the material lays out specific views on the issue, 
it will work well for each practice leader to lead the discussion of one of the views. Each 



17 



19 



Pan II - Guidelines for Instructors of the Training Program 



practice leader leads for about 15 minutes. The experienced leader should not intervene 
during the practice leader's turn, and should save all but the most essential conmients for 
the debriefing periods. 

4. After each practice leader's tum, the experienced leader leads the group in a 5- 
minute evaluation discussion. Ask participants to be as positive as possible: if s best to 
point out the positive qualities in a leader's performance before identifying the weak 
areas. The person who led the discussion should always be invited to critique his or her 
own performance first. Observers should go next. The experienced leader goes last. 

5. At the end, the experienced leader should spend about 10 minutes facilitating a 
discussion of the practice study circle, by asking for final questions and comments. 



(15-minute break) 

IV. Skills for effective discussion leadership (45 min.) 

Purpose: For the group to consider and 
discuss the essence of successful discussion 
leadership; group members will also have the 
opportunity to air their concerns about leader- 
ship and to share ideas about dealing with 
those concerns. 

The exercise 

If you are conducting a large training, 
ask people to retum to their practice study 
circles for further discussion led by the 
experienced discussion leaders. The leader 
may wish to have the group members read 
pages 8 through 11, 'Tips for effective 
discussion leadership" and "Dealing with 
typical challenges." 

The leader should use the posted questions to guide discussion of effective leadership 
and potential challenges. As participants share their concerns, the discussion leader 
should not act as the "answer person." Instead, the leader should ask group members to 
share their experiences and ideas about handling diflBculties. If some common leadership 
challenges aren't mentioned, the leader should raise them and ask for participants' 
suggestions. 
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Before the training, write in large print 
and post: 

. Of the important characteristics of 
discussion leaders, which would you 
say are most critical to success? 

. What kinds of problems have you 
seen surface in discussions? 

. What is your greatest concern 
about leading a study circle? 

. What might happen in the study 
circles you'll be leading that didn't 
happen here today? 



Part II - Guidelines for Instructors of the Training Program 



V. Taking it home: Leading study circles in your community 
or organization (30 min.) 

Purpose: To help participants process the 
learning that has been generated during the 
training and to take it back to their organiza- 
tions or communities. 

The content of this portion of the 
program will vary greatly depending on 
whether the newly trained leaders will be 
more or less on their own, or part of a 
highly organized study circle effort. While 
you'll need to impart some information 
('The role of the organizer" from the 
appendices will be a useful handout), use 
the discussion questions to give participants 
the opportunity to ask questions and to express the enthusiasm that has been generated 
during the training. 

K it will be up to the newly trained discussion leaders to create the study circles they 
hope to lead, this time provides an opportunity to explain organizing tasks and to help 
them think about next steps. This may be your best opportunity to affirm the importance 
of each person's efforts and to ask for commitments to apply their new knowledge. Any 
ongoing support you can provide will make it more likely that the leaders will practice 
their newly acquired skills. 

If, on the other hand, participants in the training will be part of a highly organized, 
ongoing study circle program, this time can lie used to discuss any organizing tasks the 
newly trained study circle leaders will have and to describe what ongoing support will be 
available. The simplest form of ongoing siupport is for an experienced leader or staff 
member to be available for consultation by telephone. A follow-up meeting after the 
study circle program is underway will be extremely useful as a time for networking and 
asking questions. An organization that wants to make study circles an ongoing part of 
their goals may establish a support network for study circle leaders that includes regular 
meetings and a simple newsletter. 

VI. Closing and evaluation (is min.) 

It is helpful to end the training in the same way that it started - with a sense of gath- 
ering. In the entire group, give participants a chance to respond to one or more of these: 

(1) What is something you liked, learned, or realized at today's training? 

(2) What is something you would like to have learned but didn't? (The people who 
did not have the opportunity to practice leading will probably express some dissatisfac- 
tion.) 



Before the trainings write these ques- 
tions in large print and post: 

• How do you plan to use study 
circles in your community or organiza- 
tion? 

. What do you hope to accomplish 
in your study circles? 

• What do you think will be the 
greatest challenges in getting your 
study circle program off the ground? 
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A written evaluation will be even more 
helpful. To give participants a chance to 
shape future trainings, distribute a simple 
evaluation form and ask them to fill it out 
and give it to you before they leave. 

Thank participants again for attending 
and for their contributions, and ask them 
keep you and the Study Circles Resource 
Center posted on the progress of their 
study circles. 



Before the training, prepare evaluation 
forms. You might ask, for example: 

. What worked well in this training 
program? Why? 

• What would you recommend be 
done differently? Why? 

. What would you most like to see 
in a future follow-up session? 
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Expanding the 
basic training program 

If you have time for a training session that goes beyond Ah hours, we recommend that 
you add any additional time to the practice study circle. This will give more participants 
a chance to practice leading and provide a fuller study circle experience for all. In some 
cases it will enable you to simulate a multiple-session study circle. 

We offer here some guidelines on how to expand the basic program. 

Adding 1 hour (SVa hours total) 

This will add only about 30 minutes to the practice study circle, since you'll need a 
meal break. With the extra time you can give another participant the chance to practice 
leading in Section III, with time for debriefing. 

Adding 2 hours (eVa hours total) 

This will make a major difference in your training because it will allow at least three 
hours of practice study circle time. You may want to break it into at least two sessions 
and allow a short break in between. A second practice study circle session means that 
participants will experience some of the added continuity and depth of a multi-session 
study circle. 

Adding 3 hours (full day) 

You would now have "ih - 4 hours of practice study circle time. This could be done 
as two or three sessions, or more. Some trainers have sought to familiarize participants 
with an entire study circle program of several sessions by doing 4-6 short sessions of 30- 
45 minutes each to simulate the entire study circle in microcosm. 

If there are eight people in each practice study circle, 2>h hours of study circle time 
comfortably allows each participant to lead for at least 15 minutes and still leaves plenty 
of time for debriefing. 




23 

21 



Part II - Guidelines for Instructors of the Training Program 



Though 2h hours is not long enough to train study circle leaders, it is long enough to 
familiarize people with study circles. You can use this program as a step toward building 
interest and support for a future leader training. Suggested schedule for a study circle 
orientation: 



Welcome and introductions (15 min.) 

Introduction to study circles (35 min.) 

Active listening exercise (20 min.) 
What is a study circle? (15 min.) 

Participating in a study circle and debriefing (1 hr.) 

Skills for effective study circle leadership (30 min.) 

Questions and closing (10 min.) 




Condensing the 
basic training program 
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Appendices 



The following appendices are included to round out the main body of information 
contained in this study circle leader training program. 

"The role of the organizer" will be helpful for those people handling the logistics of a 
study circle. 

"The role of the participant" makes an excellent handout for the first session of a 
study circle. It conveys the tone of a study circle and offers advice to help study circle 
participants make the most of their discussions. 

"A comparison of dialogue and debate" was published in the Winter 1993 issue of 
Focus on Study Circles and is probably the most widely reprinted piece ever to appear in 
that publication. It helps distinguish study circles from other types of discussion, and is a 
helpful handout for study circle participants and leaders. 
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The role of the organizer 



The study circle organizer is the creator of 
a study circle. The organizer selects the print 
(or video) material that provides the framework 
and the substance for discussions (if this is not 
ahready done by the program's sponsoring 
organization), recruits participants, chooses the 
study circle discussion leader, and attends to all 
the logistical details surrounding the group's 
meetings. The organizer sets the tone for the 
program and must convey its purpose and goals 
to the leader and to the participants. 

If you have organized a public program or 
a group activity of any kind, you can organize 
a study circle. Of course, the task will be easier 
if you are involved with an organization from 
which participants can be drawn. 

There is no one model for organizing a 
study circle: shape the program in your com- 
munity to meet the needs of the sponsoring 
organization and the participants. While the 
following suggestions are appropriate for most 
situations, special circxmistances may call for 
modifications. 

Selecting reading material 

Some study circle programs have material 
that is expressly tailored to their purposes. 
However, many study circles use readings or 
videos that are not prepared with the particular 
interests and goals of your group in mind. You 
can easily make such material more interesting 
and useful for the members of your study circle. 
Some suggestions: 



• Add discussion questions that emphasize 
the way the issue affects your community or 
organization. 

• Use op-eds, letters-to-the-editor, or short 
articles from a local newspaper or your or- 
ganization's newsletter. 

• Ask participants to bring relevant clip- 
pings. 

• Contact people in your community - such 
as teachers, cooperative extension agents, or 
public officials - who have an interest in the 
issue and may be able to share materials. 

• Ask the Study Circles Resource Center 
for assistance. SCRC maintains a clearinghouse 
list of discussion material on many issues, 
developed by a variety of organizations. SCRC 
can also help you develop reading material 
suitable for specific discussion programs. 

Remember, the reading material is im- 
portant, but a good study circle does not re- 
quire original or top-quality, professional-looking 
material. The key ingredients of a successful 
study circle are the leader's skill and the par- 
ticipants' energy and commitment to the pro- 
gram. 

Recruiting participants for your study circle 

Personal contact is the key to successful 
recruiting. Invitations are most effective when 
they are made on a personal basis: the key is 
conveying to potential participants that they 
have unique contributions to make to the 
discussions. Be sure to explain the goals of the 
study circle, and ask people to make a commit- 
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ment to attend each session, not only for the 
sake of continuity, but also to create a high 
level of familiarity and comfort within the 
group. 

If initial response is small, it may be better 
to begin the study circle rather than waiting for 
more people to sign up. Ask participants to 
invite others. Try to get publicity in the local 
media or your organization's newsletter. Once 
the study circle is rolling, others are likely to 
hear about it and become interested. 

Selecting the leader 

Choosing the leader may be the most 
important decision that the organizer makes. 
A poor leader can ruin a study circle and a 
good one can make it a wonderful experience. 
The most important consideration in selecting 
a leader should be his or her skill and experi- 
ence in leading discussions. Try to assess how 
the person would handle the most difficult 
aspects of leading a study circle. Would she 
keep discussion focused? Could he draw out 
the quiet people and restrain the aggressive 
ones? 

If the person you are considering for the 
role of study circle leader has not been part of 
a training program, you will need to describe 
your program and explain how a study circle 
works. Be sure to share this handbook with 
your potential discussion leader. 

Organizing the meetings 

Find a meeting place that has minimal 
distractions and where participants can chat 
informally following the sessions. Someone's 



living room or a meeting room in an office or 
church can all be appropriate places. 

The organizer must decide - preferably 
with input from the participants — on the date 
and time for the sessions. Most groups choose 
evening sessions, but some find that early 
moming or weekend gatherings are more 
convenient. 

Unless reading material is very brief, par- 
ticipants should receive it several days in ad- 
vance of the first session. You should also 
distribute ahead of time any introductory 
material about study circles or about the spon- 
soring organization* 

Establishing feedback mechanisms 

Once the study circle actually begins, the 
organizer's role becomes secondary to the 
leader's. However, the organizer is in the best 
position to provide feedback to the leader. For 
muhi-session programs, you may want to con- 
duct an evaluation at the end of each meeting, 
or at least at the halfway point and at the end 
of the study circle. By taldng part in the study 
circle and being available before and after the 
sessions, the organizer can learn about any 
problems and help the leader correct them 
before the next session. 

Be sure to share your study circle storj' with 
the Study Circles Resource Center so that it can 
be documented as part of a growing trend. 
Your comments on what went well and how you 
plan to modify future programs will help the 
SCRC staff advise others who are conducting 
similar programs. 
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The role of the participant 



The goal of a study circle is not to learn a lot 
of facts, or to attain group consensus, but rather to 
deepen each person's understanding of the issue. 
This can occur in a focused discussion when people 
exchange views freely and consider a variety of view- 
points. The process - democratic discussion among 
equals - is as important as the content. 

The following points are intended to help you 
make the most of your study circle experience and 
to suggest ways in which you can help the group. 

• Listen carefully to others. Make sure you 
are giving everyone the chance to speak. 

• Maintain an open mind. You don't score 
points by rigidly sticking to your early statements. 
Feel free to explore ideas that you have rejected 
or failed to consider in the past. 

• Strive to understand the position of those 
who disagree with you. Your own knowledge is 
not complete until you understand other parti- 
cipants' points of view and why they feel the way 
they do. It is important to respect people who 
disagree with you; they have reasons for their 
beliefs. You should be able to make a good case 
for positions you disagree with. This level of com- 
prehension and empathy will make you a much 
better advocate for whatever position you come to. 

• Help keep the discussion on track. Make 
sure your remarks are relevant; if necessary, explain 
how your points are related to the discussion. Try 
to make your points while they are pertinent. 

• Speak your mind freely, but don't mono- 
polize the discussion. If you tend to talk a lot in 
groups, leave room for quieter people. Be aware 



that some people may want to speak but are in- 
timidated by more assertive people. 

• Address your remarks to the group rather 
than the leader. Feel free to address your remarks 
to a particular participant^ especially one who has 
not been heard from or who you think may have 
special insight. Don't hesitate to question other 
participants to learn more about their ideas. 

• Communicate your needs to the leader. The 

leader is responsible for guiding the discussion, 
summarizing key ideas, and soliciting clarification of 
unclear points, but he/she may need advice on when 
this is necessary. Chances are you are not alone 
when you don't understand what someone has said. 

• Value your own experience and opinions. 

Everyone in the group, including you, has unique 
knowledge and experience; this variety makes the 
discussion an interesting learning experience for all. 
Don't feel pressured to speak, but realize that 
failing to speak means robbing the group of your 
wisdom. 

• Engage in friendly disagreement Differences 
can invigorate the group, especially when it is 
relatively homogeneous on the surface. Don't 
hesitate to challenge ideas you disagree with. Don't 
be afraid to play devil's advocate, but don't go 
overboard. If the discussion becomes heated, ask 
yourself and others whether reason or emotion is 
running the show. 

• Remember that humor and a pleasant man- 
ner can go far in helping you make your points, 

A belligerent attitude may prevent acceptance of 
your assertions. Be aware of how your body lan- 
guage can close you off from the group. 
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A comparison of 
dialogue and debate 

Dialogue is collaborative: two or more sides work together toward common understanding. 
Debate is oppositional' two sides oppose each other and attempt to prove each other wror^. 

In dialogue, finding common ground is the goal 

In debate, winning is the goal y 
In dialogue, one listens to the other side(s) in order to understand, find meaning, and find agr^ment 

In debate, one listens to the other side in order to find flaws and to counter its arguments. 
Dialogue enlarges and possibly changes a participant's point of view. 

Debate affirms a participant's own point of view. 

Dialogue reveals assumptions for reevaluation. 
Debate defends assumptions as truth. 

Dialogue causes introspection on one's own position. 

Debate causes critique of the other position. 
Dialogue opens the possibility of reaching a better solution than any of the original solutions. 

Debate defends one's own positions as the best solution and excludes other solutions. 
Dialogue creates an open-minded attitude: an openness to being wrong and an openness to change. 

Debate creates a closed-minded attitude, a determination to be right. 
In dialogue, one submits one's best thinking, knowing that other peoples' reflections will help improve it 
rather than destroy it. 

In debate, one submit 's one's best thinking and defends it against challenge to show that it is right. 

Dialogue calls for temporarily suspending one's beliefs. 
Debate calls for investing wholeheartedly in one's beliefs. 

In dialogue, one searches for basic agreements. 
In debate, one searches for glaring differences. 

In dialogue, one searches for strengths in the other positions. 

In debate, one searches for flaws and weaknesses in the other position. 

Dialogue involves a real concern for the other person and seeks to not alienate or offend. 

Debate involves a countering of the other position without focusing on feelings or relationship and often 

belittles or deprecates the other person. 
Dialogue assumes that many people have pieces of the answer and that together they can put them into 
a workable solution. 

Debate assumes that there is a right answer and that someone has it. 

Dialogue remains open-ended. 
Debate implies a conclusion. 

Adapted from a paper prepared by Shelley Berman, which was based on discussions of the Dialogue Group of the 
Boston Chapter of Educators for Social Responsibility (ESR). Other members included Lucile Burt, Dick Mayo-Smith, 
Lalfy Stowell, and Gene Thompson. For more information on ESR's programs and resources using dialogue as a tool 
for dealing with controversial issues, call the national ESR office at (617) 492-1764, 
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